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The Evolutionary Development of the Concepts of
Change (% bian) and Transformation (1t hua)
in Early Chinese Thought

Masayuki Sato

Abstract

This article aims to delineate the evolutionary development of the concepts of
change (bian %), transformation (hua {¢), and their compound, bianhua in early
Chinese thought. This study sheds light on some interesting aspects of their
conceptual evolution. In its use in early Warring States’ texts such as the Analects
and newly excavated bamboo texts, the terms bian and hua were used in an
ordinary way and do not seem to have a particular value or significance. In contrast,
in mid-late Warring States’ texts such as the Huangdi sijing and the Zhuangzi, these
terms are regarded as very important to the main arguments describing the order of
Heaven and the providential process (i.e. the four seasons, and life and death of all
the creatures) on Earth. In late Warring States texts, “change” or “transformation”
are sometimes the main objective of certain thinkers. For example, the author(s)
of the Liishi chunqiu proposed an image of the sage as one who can foresee future
events in this transformative process in both the natural and the human worlds. On
the other hand, in the Xunzi, the term “transformation” is used to emphasize the
importance of education for the improvement of human morality. The thought in
the commentary part of the Book of Changes (the Yizhuan) seems to follow what
we see in the Liishi chungiu. From the eve of the Warring States period onward,
intellectuals recognized the concept of change and transformation as one of the

most important ideas even placing it on a par with the Way or humaneness (ren {Z),
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concepts indispensable for their philosophical and socio-political discourse. Thus,
as is seen in the “Tianxia” chapter of the Zhuangzi and the “Summary of the Six
Schools” in the Shiji, the value of Warring States period thought was judged by

whether they properly presented ideas of change and transformation.

Keywords : change, transformation, early Chinese thought, Zhuangzi, Book of
Changes
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